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Wilma Loy Shelton: Library Leader
in New Mexico, 1920-1950
MARY ELLEN HANSON and CARL A. HANSON

Wilma Loy Shelton served as head of the University of New Mexico
Library from 1920 to 1945 and as professor of library science at the
university until her retirement in 1950. During her thirty years of academic service she was a major force in support of libraries and learning
in the state of New Mexico. In addition to her activities in professional,
civic, and political spheres, Shelton's role in New Mexico librarianship
was of singular importance.!
Shelton was born on October 25, 1889, in Champaign, Illinois. The
daughter of middle-class parents, she was the oldest of six children.
In 1908 she graduated from Wiley High School in Terre Haute, Indiana,
then studied at the University of Illinois from 1909 to 1912. Transferring
to the University of Arkansas in 1913, she received a bachelor's degree
in June 1914. In the same month; the University of Illinois, accepting
Mary Ellen Hanson is assistant professor of librarianship and a doctoral candidate
in American studies in the University of New Mexico. Carl A. Hanson, visiting scholar
in history at the University of New Mexico, recently completed a master's of library
science degree at Indiana University.
1. Wilma Loy Shelton's career is summarized in Ellis A. Davis, ed., The Historical
Encyclopedia of New Mexico (2 vols., Albuquerque: New Mexico Historical Association,
1945), II: 1958; Moore's Who's Who in New Mexico (Los Angeles: Moore'sWho Is Who
Publications, 1962), 249-50; and Virginia K. Whitney and Josephine Koogler, Women in
Education: New Mexico (Austin: Nortex Press, 1977), 120-21.
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course work from Arkansas, also granted her a bachelor's degree. During the next four years she worked at the University of Illinois as a
general assistant and full-time librarian before completing a degree in
library science in 1918. To fulfill degree requirements, Shelton spent
August 1917 doing field work at the Denver Public Library. From 1918
to 1920 she served as librarian of the Education, Philosophy and Psychology Library at the University of Illinois. As was common, Shelton's
preparation for the position combined course work and on-the-job
training. 2
Librarianship, like other "semi-professions," had undergone considerable change before Shelton began her career. Through the 1860s,
the popular conception of the librarian was of "a preoccupied man in
black-a collector and preserver who was never so happy as when all
the volumes were safe on the shelf. He was thought to be ineffectual,
grim and bookish." Although the rapid pace of industrialization and
urbanization that followed the Civil War increased the demand for
specialized training in service fields, librarianship offered insufficient
status and economic reward to most educated men. Women who sought
an outlet for intellectual expression and creative work, however, found
that librarianship and other semi-professions offered a socially acceptable alternative to domesticity. By 1900 the barriers to work outside
the home had eroded to the point that college-educated librarians and
teachers were seen to exemplify the "union of womanliness and intellectuality through social work."3
After 1850, an increasing number of libraries created many new
positions that educated men usually disdained. The low cost of hiring
women "was perhaps the most important reason that male library

2. "Wilma Loy Shelton," manuscript in Wilma Loy Shelton Papers, University Archive, University of Illinois Library, Urbana; Maynard Brichford to Carl A. Hanson,
November 20, 1986; Susan Dehler to Carl A. Hanson, December 26, 1986; Franklin W.
Scott, ed., The Semi-Centennial Alumni Record of the University of l/linois (Chicago: Lakeside
Press, 1918), 733; Albuquerque Tribune, July 17, 1972, section G, 2; "The Life of a Retired
Librarian," folder 1-29, file A, box 1, Archive 275, Wilma Loy Shelton Papers, Special
Collections, Zimmerman Library, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque. On library
science instruction, see Sarah K. Vann, Training for Librarianship before 1923 (Chicago:
American Library Association, 1961); Laurel Ann Grotzinger, The Power and the Dignity:
Librarianship and Katherine Sharp (New York: Scarecrow Press, 1966); and Barbara O.
Slanker, Reminiscences: Seventy-Five Years of a Library School (Urbana: University of Illinois
Graduate School of Library Science, 1969).
3. Dee Garrison, Apostles of Culture: The Public Librarian and American Society, 18761920 (New York: Free Press, 1979), 194; Roberta Frankfort, Collegiate Women: Domesticity
and Career in Turn-of-the-Century America (New York: New York University Press, 1977),
90.
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Wilma Loy Shelton, as she appeared in the University of New
Mexico Mirage in 1922, had been appointed university librarian less than
two years earlier. Shelton, then 31,
was an exception in her field. Few
women held top administrative positions at major universities such as
New Mexico.

leaders welcomed women assistants." In 1852, the Boston Public Library hired the first woman clerk-shortly after women were first permitted to use the Boston library. By 1878 two-thirds of all library workers
were female, and the percentage rose to 78.5 by 1910. 4 By the turn of
the century, therefore, the public perception of the librarian had shifted
from that of a male to a female. The negative personal stereotype held
constant, however, in the transformation of librarianship from a man's
to a woman's occupation-from that of a fussy male to an equally fussy
female.
One factor that furthered the stereotype of female librarians was
the choice between family and career that many women had to face.
Because of social ideology that defined a woman's place as in the home,
young women learned "in sermons, magazine articles, movie scripts,
advertising copy, popular song lyrics and newspaper editorials that
they did have to choose between family and career." More than seventyfive percent of the college women who graduated before 1900 remained
single. William Poole, director of the Boston Athenaeum in the 1890s,
asserted: "When an unmarried lady goes into library work as a profession, the chances are that she leaves behind her matrimonial expectations and probabilities." In 192092.6 percent of female librarians were
4. Garrison, Apostles of Culture, 113-14.
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unmarried. It is difficult to know how many of these women were
career professionals and how many regarded library· work as a temporary occupation prior to marriage. Like most of her colleagues, Shelton was unmarried and remained SO.5
Shelton did not seek employment in New Mexico. Rather, she was
recruited for the post of librarian at the University of New Mexico. In
a biographical statement prepared in 1961 she said she was content
with her career in Illinois and not eager to transfer to New Mexico:
In 1919, Dr. David Hill, a professor of Education at Illinois, was
made President of the University of New Mexico. He asked me to
come to New Mexico as a librarian but I was not interested. In
June 1920 he came to see me and offered me a little more each
time he came to interview me during the day. I finally signed the
contract and came to [Albuquerque] in 1920. 6
Set in isolated and arid terrain, Albuquerque and its fledgling university
might have given Shelton pause. Nonetheless, she could have seen
potential. As Harvey Fergusson observed, the city in 1910 was a
"stronghold of prosperity and progress, the best business town between Pueblo and EI Paso." By 1920 Albuquerque's population had
reached fifteen thousand and local boosters published a brochure boasting of the city's "60 miles of graded streets."7
As head librarian at the largest university in New Mexico, Shelton
was an exception within her profession. In 1920, 88 percent of all
professional librarians were women, but most held positions in small
public libraries or as assistants in larger institutions. The top administrative positions in public and' academic libraries were typically held
by men. The situation changed little during Shelton's· time· in New
Mexico. By 1970, when women constituted 82 percent of the library
profession, only 8 percent of top administrative posts were held by
women. By going west, where universities tended to be small, underfunded, and lacking in prestige, women found academic opportunities
disdained by men. Shelton was one of many women who found career
5. Angela G. Dorenkamp, Images of Women in American Popular Culture (San Diego:
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1985), 406; Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A History of
Wage-earning Women in the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 113;
• William Poole, "Being a Librarian," Library Journal, 15 (July 1890), 202.
6. "The Life of a Retired Librarian," 2, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque.
7.. Harvey Fergusson, Rio Grande (New York: William Morrow, 1967), 290; George
Fitzpatrick and Harvey Caplin, Albuquerque-lOG Years in Pictures, 1875-1975 (Albuquerque: Calvin Horn, 1975), 67.
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advancement west of the Mississippi, an area that by 1890 had the
highest number of professional women librarians per capita in the
country. 8
When Shelton became assistant professor of library science and
librarian, she found a small "depository of about 500 reference books,
1,000 bound magazines, 100 current magazine subscriptions, and about
16,000 volumes on the shelves of old Hodgin Hall." The collection was
started in 1892 by Mathias Lambert Custers, the university's first librarian. In addition to his duties as librarian, Custers taught trigonometry and surveying, and acted as campus superintendent,
maintenance man, and gardener. Plagued with failing eyesight, Custers
resigned in 1901. Kate Cunningham, a student, then served as librarian
for one year. She was succeeded in 1903 by Julia Brown, who had
studied library science at Drexel I~stitute in Philadelphia. Brown was
the university's first librarian to have formal training in the profession.
She held the position until 1905, when she married faculty member
Rupert F. Asplund. The university's first full-time librarian, Della Sisler,
arrived the same year. Sisler stayed until 1918, then went to the University of California. Pearl A. Stone, who also acted as state librarian,
was university librarian from 1918 to 1920. 9
As had been the case with her predecessors, Shelton found that
being librarian involved more than managing a collection of books.
Dorothy Hughes noted that:
The duties of a librarian were evidently still considered something
to be tossed off in one's spare time, as Miss Shelton was also put
in charge of Rose Cottage, annex to the girl's dormitory, for one
8. Margaret A. Corwin, "An Investigation of Female Leadership in Regional, State,
and Local Library Associations, 1876-1923," in Kathleen Weibel and Kathleen M. Heim,
eds., The Role of Women in Librarianship 1876-1976: The Entry, Advancement and Struggle for
Equalization in One Profession (Phoenix: Oryx Press, 1979), 261; Barbara Elizabeth Brand,
"Sex-Typing in Education for Librarianship, 1870-1920," in Kathleen M. Heim, ed., The
Status of Women Librarianship, Historical, Sociological, and Economic Issues (New York: NealSchuman Publishers, 1983), 41; Margaret Meyers and Myra Scarborough, eds., Women
in Librarianship: Me/viI's Rib Symposium (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University
Graduate School of Library Science, 1975), 15; Sandra L. Myres, Westering Women and the
Frontier Experience, 1800-1915 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1982), 267.
9. New Mexico Daily Lobo, March 14, 1950, p. 1; John D. McKee, "UNM Library
Today," New Mexico Alumnus, 19 (December 1946), 16; Rosalind Z. Rock, "A History of
Libraries in New Mexico-Spanish Origins to Statehood," Journal of Library History, 14
(Summer 1979), 253-73; Frank D. Reeve, "History of the University of New Mexico"
(master's thesis, University of New Mexico, 1928), 185-89; Helen Dorman, "Mrs. Julia
Brown Asplund," \few Mexico Librarian, 2 (September 1940), 4; The Mirage, 15 (1920), 11.
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Hanging lamps, statuary, and formal dress contributed to an air of studiousness
this January day in 1915 at what later became Hodgin Hall, the university's
first library. Courtesy of Special Collections, Zimmerman Library, University
of New Mexico.

yea~, was sorority chaperon to the Alpha Chi Omega another year,
and finally spent four years as "temporary" dean of women. lO

These additional tasks occupied a good share of Shelton's time. As she
recalled years later, she never got "more than five or six hours of sleep
I
a night."l1
During her first months at the university, Shelton devoted considerable energy to organizing the library and making material more
accessible to students. There was little money for buying books, and
many additions to the collection came as donations. The student newspaper reported that "Miss Shelton is administering the library according to the methods of modern science, but is greatly embarrassed at
the present time because of inadequate space and of insufficient help
in cataloguing the books and documents on hand."I2
The entire university was in fact cramped for space. At one point
10. Dorothy B. Huges, Pueblo on the Mesa, the First Fifty Years at the University of New
Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1939), 89-90.
11. New Mexico Lobo, April 4, 1924, p. 2.
12. U.N.M. Weekly, December 3, 1920, p. 2.
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there was discussion of moving the library from Hodgin Hall to the
engineering building to provide more space for classrooms. In January
1920 the student newspaper reported that "There is indeed a very great
need for new quarters for the library. The librarians are greatly hampered by the lack of book space. Crowded as quarters are there is
bound to be more or less confusion in the stack and study rooms." Far
more worrisome than crowding was the possibility of fire. For years
students, faculty, and administrators had voiced concern about safety
in the library. In 1922 'President Hill, referring to the burning of the
main building at the Normal School in Las Vegas, New Mexico, and
the loss of its library, warned that because of "wood and lathe construction, dried timber and obsolete wiring [in Hodgin Hall], the University Library is housed in a fire trap." During the previous session
of the state legislature, Hill had asked for constructionof a new building, but "without avail."13
In April 1924, the university's board of regents authorized construction of a new library, and on September 27, 1924, Shelton "turned
the first shovel-full of earth for the new $35,000 library building." Rather
than wait for full funding, the university went ahead with construction
of the building's outer shell. Construction costs of $80,000 were met
with fees, gifts, and miscellaneous income Hill accumulated during
the preceding five years, and during the eighteen-month construction
period. Rapid growth of the university-total student enrollment went
from 347 in 1920 to 610 in 1925-provided a supplementary source of
income. The state legislature subsequently appropriated $10,000 to cover
the cost of steel shelving and other furnishings. 14
In May 1926 the first separate library on campus was opened to
faculty and students. The new library building, a fire-proof, Pueblostyle structure, had an estimated capacity of 125,000 volumes. According to Shelton, the building was sufficient to meet the needs of the
university for the next twenty years. The library had a staff of four:
Shelton; Ruth Russell, Shelton's assistant since 1921; and two student
assistants, Benjamin Sacks and Mabel Olson.
The move to the new facility was completed on May 19, 1926,
when students and faculty turned out to carry books and other material
from Hodgin Hall. Furniture and linoleum were still lacking in the new
building, but it was deemed advisable to make the transfer as soon as
13. Ibid" May 21, 1919, p. 1, January 28, 1920, p. 2, February 10, 1922, p. 2.
14. New Mexico Lobo, April 18, 1924, p. 1, October 3, 1924, p. 1, October 15, 1926,
pp. 2, 5, March 13, 1925, p. 3; Robert A. Moyers, "A History of Education in New Mexico"
(doctoral dissertation, George Peabody College for Teachers, 1941), 610.
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possible since insurance on Hodgin Hall was about to expire. The
student newspaper noted that plans for the new structure "were the
creation otthe Librarian, Miss Wilma Loy Shelton." The library staff
increased in size during the next five years but not rapidly enough to
cope with a burgeoning student population. Seating space for students
soon proved inadequate, especially during summer sessions. Book circulation rose rapidly, increasing from 32,000 in 1929 to 46,000 in 1930.
By 1932, when total enrollment reached 1,940, book circulation rose to
84,000. 15
The late 1920s and 1930s marked a period of rapid expansion for
the university, coinciding with the administration of James Fulton Zimmerman, who succeeded Hill as university president in 1927. That year,
the state legislature approved a $190,000 building program for the
university and raised the annual appropriation for general maintenance
from $97,000 to $120,500. The university also received private donations
of money, books, and other items. Probably the most important of
these was a $25,000 grant from the Carnegie Corporation in 1930 to
purchase books for the library. Shelton, whose new and efficiently-run
library impressed a Carnegie inspector, played a key role in securing
the grant, which was to be spent $5,000 per annum for five years. The
book grant proved crucial in the university's accreditation by the Association of American Universities in 1933. Lesser academic gifts included a stuffed lobo, given by the local manager of the Mutual Life
Insurance Company in 1931. According to the student newspaper, "The
wolf is standing above the inside doors of the library and can be seen
easily from the librarian's desk." It is not known what Shelton thought
of the stuffed mascot looming over the library doors. 16
In addition to her various duties on campus, Shelton was involved
in a number of activities that exemplify a career of sustained activism
on behalf of libraries and education in New Mexico. On campus she
served as a perennial member of the library and publication committees. She promoted use of the library by contributing columns to the
student newspaper. In 1930, for example, she submitted an article
titled, "What the University Library Means to the Student." In 1935
she gave a talk on "Summer Reading Suggestions" over radio station
15. New Mexico Lobo, September 21, 1925, p. 2, May 28, 1926, p. 1, AprilS, 1929, p.
4, May 2, 1930, pp. 3, 8; Moyers, "A History of Education," 613; New Mexico Library
Bulletin, 1 (September 1932), 7.
16. New Mexico Lobo, March 18, 1927, p. 1, December 12, 1930, p. 1; Carnegie
Corporation of New York, Report of the President and the Treasurer (1931), 34, 49; Biennial
Report of the University of New Mexico, 50 (1935-1937), 12; New Mexico Lobo, November 3,
1933, pp. 1, 3; Summer Lobo, June 29, 1931, p. 2.
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KOB, which was broadcasting its "Woman's Club of the Air" from the
EI Fidel Hotel. In the broadcast Shelton argued that it was "more valuable to know a few good books well than to have skimmed through
a hundred superficially."I?
Shelton regularly attended meetings of the American Library Association and other professional organizations. At the library association meeting in Hot Springs, Arkansas, in 1923, she presented a paper
on "What the Southwest Can and Should Do for Our Non-English
Speaking Peoples." She often spoke to students interested in entering
the library profession. In one such speech given at UNM she noted
the need for men in the field, particularly in large business libraries
"which are about 1,000 in number [and] are requiring men for their
work."IB Her plea reflected prevailing attitudes about business as a
masculine province, ironically belying Shelton's own fiscal and administrative accomplishments.
Shelton was also a leader in state library organization. In December
1923 she met with Sue Goree, librarian of the Santa Fe Public Library,
Evelyn Shuler, librarian of the Raton Public Library, and Mrs. N .. F.
Dixon, librarian of the Albuquerque Public Library, "to consider New
Mexico library problems." As a result of their discussions these women
founded the New Mexico Library Association, with Evelyn Shuler as
president. The association's first meeting was held in Santa Fe on
August 24, 1924, in conjunction with a meeting of the Southwestern
Library Association. 19 These meetings gave New Mexico librarians,
who often worked in isolation, the opportunity to share expertise and
discuss national developments in library practice.
During its first five years the New Mexico Library Association held
several of its meetings jointly with the New Mexico Education Association, "in order to secure the interest and cooperation of teachers."
The state association was active politically, lobbying successfully for a
county library law in 1925, which provided school districts with an
allowance to support free public library service. The association published and distributed copies of the law "to school superintendents
and club women" to encourage community initiatives for county library
serVice. Distinctions between the private and public sectors were not
pronounced in the early years of New Mexico statehood, and it was
17. New Mexico Lobo, May 2, 1930, pp. 3, 8, May 10, 1935, pp. 1, 10; transcript of
radio speech dated May 8, 1935, file L, box 3, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque.
18. New Mexico Lobo, April 27, 1923, p. 4, October 23, J931, p. 1.
19. "History of the New Mexico Library Association," 1, folder 1-14, file N, box 4,
Shelton Papers, Albuquerque.
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not unusual for professional and civic groups, particularly women's
clubs, to cooperate in providing and promoting municipal services. 20
After passage of the county library law, which she actively supported, Shelton continued to publicize the statute, encouraging counties to request funding to which they were entitled. Though many of
the state's citizens lived in rural areas without city services, all counties
had at least one school building. It was believed that schools could
provide library services to adults as well as pupils, if the community
requested additional state funding for that purpose. In an address
given to a women's club shortly after passage of the library law, Shelton
noted:
Not more than 9 public libraries in New Mexico are tax supported.
The Women's Clubs have charge of most of the collections throughout the state and the libraries are supported by programs, entertainments, food sales, library membership, subscriptions, etc., and
members of the various clubs take their turn acting as librarian.
Shelton added, "There are 58 counties in New Mexico and as yet only
one [Santa Fe] has taken advantage of the opportunity to establish
county libraries."2l
Recognizing that local libraries could not supply all community
needs, Shelton advocated establishing a state-funded extension service
to augment local resources. As university librarian, she reported sending "travelling libraries all over the state" from the university's collection. She took traveling libraries in her car to the Isleta, San Felipe,
and Santa Domingo pueblos. In a speech given before the New Mexico
Federation of Women's Clubs in 1922, Shelton described the extension
service and new "package libraries" she had assembled, each one a
"collection of materials on a special subject, consisting of pamphlets,
addresses, reports, university and government publications." Package
libraries were primarily for the use of club women and for high school
teachers who used them for classroom discussion. 22
20. ':School Libraries Law," 2, folder 52-100, file L, box 3, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque; ibid., "History of the New Mexico Library Association," 2; Laws of the State of
New Mexico (1925),83-84, Joan M. Jensen and Darlis A. Miller, eds., New Mexico Women:
Intercultural Perspectives (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1986), 9.
21. "Library Extension in New Mexico," 2-3, folder 52-100, file L, box 3, Shelton
Papers, Albuquerque.
22. Untitled manuscript, folder 1-29, file A, box 1, ibid.; U.N.M. Weekly, March 3,
1920, p. 1, October 29, 1922, p. 1. For a map showing the towns served by the university
extension service, see Shelton's "Third Annual Report of the Librarian," University of
New Mexico Bulletin (July 1, 1928-June 30, 1929), 4. See also Philip M. Burnett, "The
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Prior to 1929, and excluding private collections, New Mexico had
only forty-one libraries: nine tax-supported libraries; eleven club libraries supported by bake sales, etc.; eleven tax-supported school libraries; three denominational school libraries; one federally supported
hospital library; three state agency libraries; two memorial libraries;
and one county library supported by taxation. It was clear they could
not provide local service to the entire state. "Everyone interested in
libraries in New Mexico feels keenly the need for ... a central agency
to organize and extend library growth," Shelton observed. "A state
library agency should be our slogan." The New Mexico Library Extension Service Law was passed in 1929, thanks in large part to the lobbying efforts of the legislative committees of the New Mexico Library
Association and the New Mexico Federation of Women's Clubs. Shelton was president of the state library association from 1927 to 1929 and
contributed greatly to the effort. 23
In addition to her work on behalf of university and public library
service, Shelton devoted considerable energy to the development of
elementary and secondary school library instruction in New Mexico.
She recommended that the state library association publish a handbook
to be sent to all school superintendents that would outline "a course
of elementary instruction in the use of books and libraries" suitable for
grades one through twelve. She also developed a detailed syllabus for
each grade level.
Among Shelton's papers is a report titled, "Practical Suggestions
for School Libraries. "24 It is not known if this eleven-page guide was
intended for her university library science students, or if it was distributed to school librarians in the state. It is a compendium of facts,
suggestions, funding and staffing standards, selection bibliographies
for books and media, and advice on personnel administration, professional education, student assistants, public relations, and liaison with
school faculty and administrators. As with her speeches and other
position papers, Shelton cited American Library Association guidelines
and standards for staffing levels and per capita expenditures. Standards
and guidelines that applied to the state of New Mexico in Shelton's
handbook noted discrepancies between local funding and national
Development of State Libraries and Library Extension Service in Arizona and New
Mexico," Library Quarterly, 35 (January 1965), 36-40.
23. Untitled manuscript, 5-6, folder 51-100, file L, box 3, "History of the New Mexico
Library Association," 2, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque; Laws of the State of New Mexico
(1929), 414-15.
24. "Library Instruction," 3, folder 52-100, file L, box 3, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque.
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The University of New Mexico's second library, as it appeared in the late 1920s, serves today as the university's Art
Annex. Courtesy of the University of New Mexico Alumni Office.
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professional ideals. Her handbook is indicative of the developing status
of librarianship as a profession and the emergence of New Mexico's
service infrastructure.
During the mid-1930s, much of Shelton's energy was devoted to
a new project-the need for yet another library building at the university. Unexpectedly rapid growth rates in student population, book
circulation, and the library collection itself combined to overwhelm the
facility completed in 1926. In 1935 the University of New Mexico was
reported to be the fastest growing university in the United States.
Approximately 2,500 students were enrolled, and library circulation
approached 150,000. 25 The New Mexico Lobo noted that "Hundreds of
volumes, both books and magazines, are lying on the [library] floor
and packed away in boxes." The paper reported that library resources
had nearly doubled during the preceding five years and despite a
collection of 54,000 books, "Wilma Loy Shelton, who is ever onthe
trail of making the library bigger, better, more available to its patrons,
insists that isn't half enough."26
Thanks to the various New Deal employment programs, the size
of the library staff increased dramatically during the 1930s. The increase
was much needed, according to Shelton, who wrote in 1932 that flour
library is lamentably understaffed." In 1934 monies from the Federal
Emergency Recovery Act were secured to hire eleven additional people,
and the number of such workers reached seventeen the following year.
Shelton used these new employees to shift books and inventory the
collection, but there was little they could do about the lack of space,
and they could not assume professional tasks such as cataloging. In
her biennial report of 1933-1935, Shelton wrote that the library "is in
serious need of trained personnel and funds for books and binding.
Our inadequate reading room facilities and our overcrowded stacks
are beginning to warn us that before long we must have a new building."27
President Zimmerman sought funding for a new library and other
needed buildings from the Public Works Administration. An initial
request of $1,150,000 was turned down, but in January 1936 the PWA
25. New Mexico Lobo, May 10, 1935, p. 1. Some smaller schools grew more rapidly.
See College Blue Book (Yonkers, New York: C. E. Burckel, 1933), 115; Moyers, "A History
of Education," 612-14.
26. Ray Stuart, "Campus Briefs," New Mexico Alumnus, 8 (September 1935), 9; New
Mexico Lobo, September 13, 1935, p. 1, May 24, 1935, p. 6.
27. "Sixth Annual Report of the Librarian," University of New Mexico Bulletin, 45
(November 1, 1932), 11; New Mexico Lobo, September 28, 1934, p. 1, April 5, 1935, p. 1,
December 14, 1934, p. 1; Biennial Report, 48 (1933-1935), 80; "Eighth Annual Report of
the Librarian," University of New Mexico Bulletin, 47 (September 1, 1934), 19.
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approved a $688,000 building program, including $370,000 for a new
library. Once again, Shelton turned the first shovelful of earth for a
library building, this time on December 2, 1936. On April 1, 1938, an
impressive new facility, designed in the Pueblo Revival Style by John
Gaw Meem, opened for regular hours on campus. It was formally
dedicated in June 1939 during the university's fiftieth anniversary celebration. (The library building was named after President Zimmerman
in 1961.) Writing for Library Journal, Shelton described the new building
and noted that it was modeled after Taos Pueblo and built at a cost of
$341,416. In May 1937 Shelton sent a clipping showing the building to
Phineas L. Windsor, director of the University of Illinois Library School.
Windsor, apparently on good terms with Shelton, replied teasingly
that "the picture of your new library is certainly a stunning one. I can
almost see you on the flat top of the highest part offering some living
sacrifice to some Aztec deity. 1128
The move to the new library began on March 18, 1938, when a
procession of students and faculty members, including Shelton and
President and Willa Zimmerman, carried books to the new building.
The procession was led by the school band. Willa Zimmerman carried
the first book, and President Zimmerman the second. During the next
two weeks WPA workers and National Youth Administration students
moved the remainder of the collection, which filled the first four of
the nine stack levels. Both libraries remained open during the move,
the old l;milding during the day and the new facility in the evening.
Shelton took great pride in the library's aesthetic quality and functional
spaciousness. The new building symbolized the growth and development of academic library service 'under her direction, but she did
not regard the building as an exclusive preserve for scholars and librarians. On atleast two occasions during World War II, Shelton opened
the library's Coronado Room for student weddings. 29
Besides a new building and many more clerks, the 1930s brought
additional professionals to the library staff. In January 1934 Esther
Piercy arrived on campus. Like Shelton, Piercy was a graduate of the
University of Illinois Library School. A cataloger by training, Piercy
28. New Mexico Lobo, October 18, 1935, p. 1, January 10, 1936, p. 1; New Mexico
Alumnus, 9 (December 1936), 4; "University of New Mexico Library," Library Journal, 64
(July 1939), 541-45; Windsor to Shelton, May 18, 1937, Shelton Papers, Urbana. On the·
university building program, see Charles D. Biebel, Making the Most of It: Public Works in
Albuquerque During the Great Depression, 1929-1942 (Albuquerque: Albuquerque Museum,
1986), 44-49.
29. New Mexico Lobo, March 9, 1939, p. 1; Hughes, Pueblo on the Mesa, 92; New Mexico
Daily Lobo, March 14, 1950, p. 1.
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began teaching a course in the history of printing and book making
in the fall semester 1935.
During the next four years several other professionals were hired.
Mary E. Brindley, a graduate of Columbia's School of Library Science,
became reference librarian in 1937. Ellen Jackson, an archivist and a
graduate of the University of Illinois Library School, arrived in 1938,
as did another Illinois alumna, Elsa Smith, who served as loan librarian.
Dorothy Coffin Hickey, a Simmons College graduate, began work in
February 1939 as supervisor of the university's newly obtained Library
of Congress Depository Catalog. Eunice G. Cochrane, librarian at the
Harwood Foundation Library in Taos, also worked at the university
from August to December 1939. Ruth Russell, periodicals librarian, and
Mae Gilbert, reserve librarian, worked as full~time librarians but did
not hold professional degrees. James Spulher, in charge of field libraries, regularly went to Chaco Canyon and other anthropological
sites with several hundred books for faculty and student use. By 1939
there were also five WPA workers, thirty NYA students, and nine
regular student assistants on Shelton's staff. 30
Throughout her career at UNM, Shelton taught various courses in
librarianship, including catalog work, introduction to library methods,
reference and bibliography, and public library administration. Beginning in 1938 Shelton held classes in the new library building. One
student who took Shelton's public library administration course in 1950
recalled that she was a well-versed lecturer, a memorable and "very
thoughtful" teacher "who got work out of people."31
In addition to teaching courses, Shelton· sought to improve and
standardize post-secondary library instruction in New Mexico. In 1942
she chaired a committee appointed by the State Library Commission
to develop a library science curriculum for New Mexico's colleges and
universities. She sent drafts of the committee's proposed curriculum
to nationally recognized colleagues for comment and review. On February 7, 1942, the curriculum committee met and drafted guidelines
aimed at "the person who expects to remain a teacher, but needs enough
library training to administer a small school library." The committee
30. Nf?W Mexico Librarian, 2 (December 1939), 12-13; Nf?W Mexico Lobo, May 4, 1938,
p. 4; Hughes, Pueblo on the Mesa, 94. Acquisition of the depository catalog was made
possible by a $16,000 grant from the Rockefeller Foundation in 1938, Biennial Report, 52
(1937-1939),89; Nf?W Mexico Lobo, September 10,1938, p. 1; Summer Lobo, June 30,1939,
p. 1.
31. Cindy Rassam, "Library Science Classes at UNM: A Long History," Nf?W Mexico
Library Association Newsletter, 13 (January 1986), 7; interview with Beatrice A. Hight,
September 16, 1986.
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stressed that the proposed courses were not for professional librarians
and would not be accepted by accredited library school programs. The
committee's insistence on the distinction between service courses and
professional courses reflected the consciousness of status in the library
profession generally. As a professionally trained librarian, Shelton accepted and promoted such distinctions, which were reinforced by the
policies of the American Library Association, the agency that accredited
library education programs nationwide. Shelton also supported state
certification of school librarians. The need for certification was discussed at the New Mexico Library Association meeting in 1944 and
culminated with legislation passed in 1947. 32
Beyond statewide leadership, Shelton was involved in international studies and Latin American librarianship. The year 1940 marked
the Cuatro Centennial celebration in New Mexico, and a commission
chaired by President Zimmerman oversaw a commemoration of Coronado's entrada into the Southwest in 1540. Various conferences and
other activities were held at the university during the year, and the
university library played a prominent role in the commemoration. The
central event involving the library was the October convention of the
Southwestern Library Association in Albuquerque. Nearly five hundred delegates from six states, including the membership of the New
Mexico Library Association, which convened its annual meeting, gathered for the four-day conference at the Hilton Hotel. Shelton presided
over the first general session, for which President Zimmerman gave
the keynote address. Addresses of welcome were also given by Albuquerque Mayor Clyde Tingley and Oscar Love, president of the
Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce. 33
The Cuatro Centennial and the combined library conventions gave
focus to the increasing importance of Latin American studies at the
University of New Mexico. The theme of the state library association
meeting was "The Growth of the Southwest and Its Place in the Americas of 1940." At the larger southwestern gathering, various speakers,
including George P. Hammond, Lewis Hanke, Paul Horgan, and Raymond Jonson, emphasized Latin American issues. 34 The theme of the

32. Letters, folder 6-51, file L, box 3, "Minutes of a Meeting," 2, 4, Shelton Papers,
Albuquerque; ibid., "History of the New Mexico Library Association," 9; Laws of the State
of New Mexico (1947), 145-46.
33. "Coronado Centennial," New Mexico Alumnus, 11 (January 1939), 3, 15; "500 at
Library Convention," New Mexico Alumnus, 13 (October 1940), 4.
34. New Mexico Library Bulletin, 9 (October 1940), 2; Southwestern Library Association, Papers and Proceedings (1940).
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Wilma Loy Shelton turned the first shovelful of earth when construction began
in late 1936 on the university's third library as it appeared in 1938. The library
was named after James Fulton Zimmerman in 1961. Courtesy of Special Collections, Zimmerman Library, University of New Mexico.

University administrators helped transfer books to the new library in March
1938. From left are Dorothy Woodward, Ruth Russell, Willa Zimmerman, Wilma
Loy Shelton, Elizabeth Simpson, Esther Piercy, .Louise Bemis, and James Fulton
Zimmerman. Courtesy of Special Collections, Zimmerman Library, University
of New Mexico.
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southwestern conference was "Cooperation Between the Libraries in
the Southwest and Latin American Countries."
The Cuatro Centennial activities also afforded Shelton the opportunity to showcase acquisitions that greatly strengthened the library's
holdings on Iberia and Latin America. These holdings had grown considerably during her tenure. In 1922 the Wilson collection was contributed by George A. Kaseman. It contained 164 volumes dating from
1533 to 1803. As early as 1927 Shelton expressed eagerness to "build
up our collections of Archaeology, Spanish and Southwestern history,
so that [the library] will attract students from all the United States."
Two significant collections were added in the late 1930s: the Catron
Library, which ran to more than 7,000 volumes; and the Van ae Velde
Purchase. The latter, a collection of materials on Mexico including 8,686
bound volumes, ninety-three maps, and fifty-nine linear feet of pamphlets, was acquired in 1938 with a special legislative appropriation of
$20,000. 35
An impressive collection of colonial documents relating to New
Mexico's past had also been made available to scholars in the Coronado
Room of the new library. An article in the New Mexico Lobo, possibly
written by Shelton, described the collection's background:
In 1922 when Dean [George P.] Hammond was working on his
doctoral thesis in Spain, he discovered vast material on Spanish
explorations in New Mexico. In 1928 under the auspices of the
University of New Mexico, the New Mexico Museum, the Historical Society of New Mexico and the Library of Congress, Dr. [Lansing Bloom] and Mrs. Bloom went to Spain and recorded various
manuscripts on 35 millimeter microfilm. From 1931 to 1934 Dr.
Bloom and Dean Hammond were in Mexico doing the same work
in the archives there. And in 1938 Dr. Bloom returned to Spain
and Italy for additional material. Returning to UNM Dean Hammond and Dr. Bloom set to work printing the negatives and enlarging them to the original size in the manuscripts. Next they
were bound and placed in the Coronado Room. 36
France V. Scholes, also prominent in historical scholarship on the
Southw:est, participated in the filming project.
The collection and cataloging of unpublished documents was a
matter of longstanding interest for Shelton. At the 1935 state library
35. U.N.M. Weekly, October 27,1922, pp. 1-2, and November 3,1922, p. 3; "Report
of Librarian, University of New Mexico, July 1, 1926-June 30, 1927," bound typescript,
Special Collections, Zimmerman Library; Biennial Report, 54 (1939-1941), 9, 66.
36. New Mexico Lobo, February 26, 1943, p. 1.
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association conference she presented a paper titled, "Public Document
Program for New Mexico," which discussed the need "to improve the
method of exchange and distribution of state and municipal documents." Four years later Shelton spoke on "The Value of State Materials" at another association meeting, noting that it was "the duty of
those who realize their value to make communities documents conscious, so that no precious records are destroyed through carelessness
or ignorance."37
Shelton supported the emerging trend to amass, catalog, and share
research materials beyond the confines of a single library. In a speech
on the need for a central, unified catalog of material relating to New
Mexico, she described cooperative efforts, such as the Library of Congress' National Union Catalog, which pooled bibliographic records. She
also traced regional efforts by the Bibliographical Center for Research
in the Denver Public Library to serve the Rocky Mountain region. As
her own contribution, Shelton compiled three noteworthy bi.bliographies of materials on New Mexico. Her Checklist of New Mexico Publications remains a valuable reference. 38
Shelton's promotion of the collection and cataloging of documen~
tary materials for scholars was complemented by her efforts on behalf
of librarianship and reading for the general public. Her public relations
efforts included frequent contributions to the New Mexico Lobo. In 1928,
for example, Lobo readers were asked to notice the display of posters
in the library, which advertised librarianship as a profession. "They
were sent out by the national association of libraries and are well worth
examining." Shelton undoubtedly recruited some students for her classes
through the student newspaper. She also published several short, annotated bibliographies in the university's alumni magazine in 1932 and
1933. Perhaps because of the press of work that came with the university's rapid expansion in the 1930s, Shelton did not prepare another
such piece for the magazine until 1942, when she submitted an article
on the library's war information center. In describing the center, she
37. New Mexico Library Bulletin, 4 (December 1935), 4; New Mexico Librarian, 2 (November 1939), 5. On the university archives, see "Thirteenth Annual Report of the
Librarian, 1938-1939;" University of New Mexico Bulletin, 52 (May 1, 1940), 19-32.
38. "Union Catalog for New Mexico," 4-5, folder 52-100, file L, box 3, Shelton Papers,
Albuquerque; "A Checklist of New Mexico Newspapers," University of New Mexico Bulletin, 277 (December 1, 1935), 3-30; List of Serials in the University of New Mexico Library
Together with Those in Other Libraries in Albuquerque (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Library, 1938); Checklist.of New Mexico Publications, 1850-1953 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1954). The Checklist appeared intermittently in the New
Mexico Historical Review from April 1949 to April 1954.
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wrote that "Since this is a war between democracy and totalitarianism
which makes it a conflict of ideas as well as military weapons, the
Library must make available valid interpretations of current facts and
events."39
In her promotion of library interests in New Mexico, Shelton usually proved herself a pragmatist and a realist. She knew how to build
coalitions to seek programmatic action and contributed significantly to
passage of favorable legislation. Though it is difficult to gauge her
contribution to the university's efforts to solicit funding for the library,
it was no doubt substantial. Her press releases exemplify an ongoing
effort to promote the library and librarianship. But she sometimes
showed herself unrealistic in her drive to secure more support fotlhe
library. In 1939, for example, she called for a huge endowment for the
library. "Since it has been impossible for the state to make adequate
appropriations for the library, a $1,000,000 endowment is needed for
books, periodicals and binding in order to build a strong library."4O She
did not say where the money would come from in a time of national
economic depression.
Shelton's efforts on behalf of library service at all levels sprang
from an idealistic view of the fundamental mission and worth of libraries. In a statement promoting public libraries, she characterized
them as "the power plants where ideas ... are kept for your use."
Speaking on "The Place of the Library in Higher Education," Shelton
borrowed an extravagant metaphor from R. G. Sproul, President of
the University of California, who had given UNM's commencement
address in 1940. "The library is a cafeteria where mental food and
drink are spread out in a way to fill every need and satisfy every taste,"
she quoted Sproul, "and to meet every demand in every field of knowledge." Shelton enlarged on Sproul's statement, saying:
Much remains for library service to do since the librarian's work
is not merely that of preparing the banquet table by assembling
and organizing the material, but also anticipating the wants of
every person, creating appetites and serving the dainties that are
bred in books. 41
39. New Mexico Lobo, March 2,1928, p. 1; Wilma Loy Shelton, "Philosophy: A Selected
Reading List," New Mexico Alumnus, 6 (October 1932), 11; ibid., "Christmas: A Selected
Bibliography," New Mexico Alumnus, 6 (December 1932), 8-9; ibid., "A Selected List of
Outstanding Educational Books," New Mexico Alumnus, 6 (April 1933), 7-8; ibid., "Notable
American Books of 1932," New Mexico Alumnus, 6 (May 1933), 11; ibid., "The War Information Center," New Mexico Alumnus, 14 (February 1942), 8.
40. Biennial Report, 52 (1937-1939), 94.
41. "The Public Library," folder 52-100, file L, box 3, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque.
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Such idealized versions of the library's role met with harsh reality
as America entered World War II. Hours at the university library were
reduced and some services curtailed. In 1942 the library lost funding
for its WPA students, a loss Shelton described as "a serious blow."
During the war Shelton devoted a portion of her time to the library's
involvement with the university's War Information Service, directed
by historian Dorothy Woodward. Meanwhile, the library collection
continued to grow, helped by a $25,000 grant from the Rockefeller
Foundation for purchase of Latin American materials. By 1943 library
shelving was filled to capacity. Another cataloger was needed to cope
with 25,000 uncataloged books. In her last biennial report, Shelton
argued that
one of the greatest needs and the first that should be taken care
of in a postwar plan of the University is the completion of the
stacks, so that books may be housed in the upper five floors. At
the present time it is necessary to arrange books and publications
on the floor, to their hurt and the impairment of serVice. This
situation is becoming progressively worse. 42
Other events would disrupt the library's equilibrium further. On
October 22, 1944, university President James F. Zimmerman died suddenly, a victim of coronary thrombosis. His duties were assumed by
a six-man, one-woman board of deans appointed by the university
regents. The board governed the university until August 1945, when
John Phillip Wernette became president. During its tenure the board
of deans asked for Shelton's resignation. Shelton, then age fifty-five,
resigned as librarian in April 1945, staying on as professor of library
science and librarian emeritus. After resigning, she took an eight-month
leave of absence to visit relatives and acquaintances in Washington,
D.C., Indiana, and Illinois. In July 1945 the university news service
announced that Arthur M. McAnally, a doctoral candidate in library
science at the University of Chicago, would succeed Shelton as librarian. In a letter to Shelton the board noted that the "library. stands as
a monument to the 25 years of service you have given." In his first
biennial report, McAnally wrote that "Miss Shelton's contribution to
the University has been indeed brilliant, and we wish to acknowledge
here her splendid and loyal service."43
42. "14th, 15th and 16th Annual Reports of the Librarian, 1939-1942," University of
New Mexico Bulletin, 55 (August 1, 1942), 33; New Mexico Library Bulletin, 11 (November
1942), 2-3; Biennial Report, 56 (1941-1943), 90, 96; Biennial Report, 57 (1943-1945), 126.
43. Paul A. F. Walter, "James Fulton Zimmerman," New Mexico Historical Review,20
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Shelton was university librarian for
twenty-five years. Retiring from that
position in 1945, she served the university five additional years as professor of library science. She is
shown here in a University of New
Mexico Mirage photograph taken in
1947.

Shelton left her position as librarian unwillingly. She was greatly
upset by the board's request for her resignation. This may explain in
part her lengthy leave of absence, which lasted until November 1945.
Lena C. Clauve, who as dean of women served On the board of deans,
recalled that she and her six colleagues decided unanimously to ask
for Shelton's resignation in early 1945. By the late 1930s Shelton had
become "overworked, exhausted and nervous." Shelton also suffered
from various illnesses. She was known to lose her temper with student
workers and berate them loudly. Her singlemindedness, perhaps an
asset when she was the only professional On the staff, led to conflict
with capable and dynamic colleagues such as Esther Piercy. Dean Clauve,
who knew Piercy well, recalled that the professionals despaired of a
situation in which Shelton would not take suggestions and clashed
with them on how best to run the library. The board of deans decided
that Shelton had served too long, had grown rigid, and was having
difficulty dealing with women librarians as well trained as herself. "I
liked Wilma Shelton/" said Clauve. "It was a sad situation."44
(January 1945), 83-89; New Mexico Lobo, July 13, 1945, p. 1; New Mexico Alumnus, 17
(April 1945), 9; Biennial Report, 59 (1945-1947), 139.
44. Interview with Robert M. Duncan, October 22, 1986; interview with Lena C.
CIauve, November 13, 1986. As early as 1926, the head of the University of Denver
library reported that Shelton "seems to be overworking." See Linda M. CIatworthy to
Phineas L. Windsor, January 22, 1926, Linda M. CIatworthy Papers, University Archive,
University of Illinois Library, Urbana.
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Arthur McAnally's appointment was consistent with a national
trend to bring more men into the administrative ranks of librarianship
after 1940. Many administrative positions such as university librarian
also were going to individuals with advanced academic training. These
trends, which affected all areas of female professional employment,
were peculiarly coincident in the case of doctoral students in library
science. Prior to 1945 the University of Chicago was the only institution
in the United States offering a doctorate in the field. While the great
majority of master's degrees awarded in librarianship went to women,
the ratio of doctorates granted at Chicago between 1929 and 1950 was
two-to-one in favor of men. Though sexism per se probably did not
playa role in Shelton's removal, employment and educational trends
militated against selecting a female replacement. 45
When McAnally took charge of the university library in September
1945, he made various technical changes in order to streamline book
processing. He later reported that he found many library materials
uncataloged and not ready for use, a lack of organization, low staff
morale, and library processes that were haphazard. How much of this
was Shelton's responsibility, and how much was a function of inadequate funding and insufficient staffing, is difficult to say. McAnally also
changed the administrative structure of the library. Shelton had run
the library on a loosely collegial basis, having eight departments composed of twelve professional librarians when she resigned in 1945.
McAnally reorganized the twelve librarians into three divisions-technical processes, public services, and administration. 46
McAnally's first biennial report includes data that illustrate the
growth of library holdings at UNM during Shelton's twenty-five years
as librarian. Even with rapid growth after 1930, the library was still
outpaced by all but one university collection in seven neighboring
states. McAnally also contributed to a study which showed that state
expenditures per capita for college and university libraries in New
Mexico were second lowest among the same states in 1940. Of the eight
states, New Mexico ranked last in volumes per capita for college age
students that year. Such data reinforced the point made in the concluding line of Shelton's penultimate biennial report:
45. Nancy P. O'Brien, "The Recruitment of Men into Librarianship Following World
War II," in Heim, The Status of Women, 54-60; John Richardson, Jr., The Spirit of Inquiry:
The Graduate Library School at Chicago, 1921-1951 (Chicago: American Library Association,
1982), 111-12.
46. New Mexico Lobo, September 7, 1945, pp. 1, 4; Biennial Report, 51 (1945-1947),
140.

74

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JANUARY 1989

It is to be remembered that a university which has, over a period

of many years, built up good book and periodical collections need
spend less than .one which, like the University of New Mexico, is
of relatively recent origin and which has through the years spent
so littleY
Following her return from leave in November 1945, Shelton concentrated on teaching and the compilation of her Checklist of New Mexico
Publications. Her post-1945 correspondence includes letters from prospective students requesting information on librarianship as a career,
as well as requests from former students seeking advice on technical
problems. In one letter she reported that "I am teaching three classes
and ha-ve severaY stuclents worki~i onspecial problems, so I am very
busy." During her last five years at the university Shelton was indeed
busy but also under much less pressure. She appeared to be more
relaxed and had "mellowed."48
After formally retiring as professor of library science on July 1,
1950, Shelton began a second career as a volunteer hostess for foreign
students and dignitaries visiting New Mexico under the sponsorship
of various federal and international exchange organizations. In a speech
describing her new work, Shelton noted that she had "had the privilege
of extending hospitality and arranging the programs for guests from
97 countries, [including] ambassadors, jurists, members of parliament
and other international leaders." A UNM faculty member who accompanied Shelton to dinner as an interpreter for one of the foreign visitors
described her as "indefatigable."49
Shelton received various awards for her work as an official hostess.
Among these were the "Headliner" award bestowed by Theta Sigma
Phi, a national honorary society for women in journalism. At the Panhellenic breakfast held during homecoming in 1959, she was given the
Honorary Lobo award. The American Association of United Nations
gave her the title "Lady of the Year," and the UNM chapter of Mortar
Board established an annual International Fellowship Award in her
name for foreign students. During her retirement Shelton's activities
also included serving as president of the local branch of the American
47. William H. Carlson, College and University Libraries and Librarianship (Chicago:
American Library Association, 1946), 9-10, 24-25; Biennial Report, 56 (1941'-1943), 96.
48. Wilma Loy Shelton to C V. Newsom, July 3, 1948, folder 6-51, file L, box 3,
Shelton Papers, Albuquerque; interview with Beatrice Hight, September 16, 1986.
49. New Mexico Alumnus, 22 (June 1950), 12; untitled manuscript, 1, folder 1-29, file
A, box 1, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque; Albuquerque Journal, July 7, 1967, section D, 8;
interview with Robert M. Duncan, October 22, 1986.
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Association of University Women (1950-1952), secretary of the Family
Consultation Service Board (1955-1956), and president of the Bernalillo
County Federation of Republican Women (1955-1956). She was a member of the New Mexico Republican State Central Committee from 1956
to 1960. 50
In 1961, looking back on her career as a librarian, Shelton wrote:
I have found retirement a new way of life. I get as much satisfaction
out of retirement as I got out of work. ... Someone has said that
people are the happiest from the ages 70 to 80. So far I can say
that statement is true. 51
Due to failing health, Shelton left New Mexico in 1967 to live with her
brother, Lawrence, and his family in Terre Haute, Indiana. She died
at a Terre Haute rest home on February 16, 1972, and was buried at
the Mount Hope Cemetery in Champaign, Illinois. 52
Shelton's career as librarian in New Mexico coincided with a period
of rapid growth for the leading university of an emerging state. While
the university was founded in 1889, the year of Shelton's birth, New
Mexico statehood dated from 1912. The state's educational and library
services were in their infancy when Shelton arrived in 1920. During
her thirty years at UNM the student body grew from 347 to 4,921, and
the faculty increased from 24 to 300 members. The library collection
expanded from 16,000 to 175,000 volumes. 53 Despite the difficulties that
led to her resignation as librarian in 1945, Shelton continued to make
contributions as an instructor, bibliographer, diplomatic liaison, and
political volunteer.
Wilma Loy Shelton's career at the University of New Mexico was
distinguished by a staunch dedication to libraries and librarianship.
She sought to build an outstanding university library and was undoubtedly frustrated by financial constraints. She was a forceful personality who contributed substantially to the development of library
service throughout New Mexico. The same qualities that enabled her
to be an activist among citizens, however, may have alienated her own
staff colleagues. In devoting considerable energy to her ideal of what
the university's library should be, Shelton, accustomed to being the
sole "pioneer," apparently found it difficult to countenance the opinions
50. Albuquerque Journal, July 7, 1967, section D, 8; Whitney and Koogler, Women
in Education, 120-21.

51. "The Life of a Retired Librarian," 4, Shelton Papers, Albuquerque.
52. Albuquerque Tribune, February 17, 1972, section G, 2.
53. New Mexico Lobo, March 14, 1950, p. 1.
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of an increasingly diverse professional staff. Nevertheless, Shelton was
exceptional. She directed the state's largest library at a time when
librarianship and academe alike assumed that leadership was for males.
For that reason and for her many accomplishments, Wilma Loy Shelton
stands as a noteworthy figure in New Mexico history.

